Some are possessed of an astonishing memory or show exceptional adaptability to certain arts or certain special studies. Of these "infant prodigies" a large proportion are found to be nail biters. In such cases the exceptional brilliancy was of unnatural and ephemeral growth and vanished at the age of fourteen or fifteen. The extraordinary development had compromised the normal evolution of the nervous system.
In schools for children from six to eight years old those pupils cited by the matrons as most incorrigible and upon whom fell the most constant discipline were found, almost without exception, to be possessed of the habit.
In general, the nail-biters were found to be of decided inferiority, both from a point of view of intellectual development and from that of moral sensibility.
Having thus convinced himself of the extreme commonness of the nail-biting habit, and finding it constantly associated with evil characteristics in the child, Berillon started an exhaustive series of observations upon its nature and consequence.
Fonssagrives, who in his "Dictionnaire de la Sante" was the first to recognize the pernicious effects of nailbiting in the young, referred it to the instinct of the infant, which impels it to carry all objects with which it comes in contact to its mouth. The habit of sucking the thumb or fingers, he argued, was merely the continuation, by simple habit, of an impulse primitive and instinctive, and the after transformation of this impulse into an act automatic and unconscious. Cases are known, it is true, where this habit has lasted even till maturity, when it had become a mania, resulting in complete deformation of the mouth and the fingers. In most cases, however, the habit lingers with the child in the form of nail biting.
Berillon Berillon, then, by a series of experiments in which he isolates the habit of nail-biting from other signs of degeneration, seeks to determine the reflex effect of the habit upon the nervous system of the child in whom it is allowed to exist.
One of the most remarkable properties of the nervous system is a tendency to automatic activity. The performance of an act and its repetition increases the tendency to do it again, and in time, if yielded to, it grows irresistible. This act is often unconscious, as is proved by the fact that it is more frequent when the attention is engaged, and there is no will to resist the automatic action. "Thus, children," 
